
Submission from Shelter Scotland 

 
Shelter Scotland helps over half a million people every year struggling with bad 
housing or homelessness through our advice, support and legal services. And we 
campaign to make sure that, one day, no one will have to turn to us for help. 
Everyone needs good quality housing to live and thrive in: having a home is central 
to every aspect of our wellbeing, from health to educational attainment to happiness. 
Yet for hundreds of thousands of people in Scotland, a good home is out of reach - 
Scotland remains in the grip of a housing emergency. Shelter Scotland operates a 
national helpline and has community hubs in Glasgow, Edinburgh, Dundee and 
Aberdeen. These hubs support people experiencing homelessness and bad housing 
to demand their housing rights, rebuild their lives and to speak out against the 
housing emergency in their community. 
  

Looking ahead what do you consider local authority service provision should 

look like to meet demand and the changing needs of people within the context 

of Covid-19?  

 
Due to the pre-existing housing emergency many local authority homelessness and 
housing services were already struggling to cope before this health crisis started, 
and the pandemic has compounded these problems.  
 
Providing more socially rented homes in the right places is the key to ensuring that 
we stop homelessness happening. Without the homes, we will continue to see an 
increase in people in temporary accommodation, people having to stay for long 
periods in temporary accommodation or in unsuitable accommodation and Local 
Authorities Failing to Accommodate (gatekeeping) and breaching the Unsuitable 
Accommodation Order will remain a challenge. 
 
Our key asks:  
 
• The Scottish Government must ensure that local authorities have the support they 
need to prioritise fulfilling their legal duties to people in crisis who are homeless e.g. 
providing enough suitable temp accommodation  
• We are calling for a commitment for to build the 37,100 social homes over the next 
Parliamentary term which Scotland requires to reduce housing need between 2021 
and 2026.  
• We are calling for stronger action taken against local authorities who consistently 
fail to meet their legal duties.  
 

Unsuitable Accommodation Order  

 
According to the latest Scottish Housing Regulator statistics by the end of August 
2020 we now have 14,383 households in temporary accommodation. In May 2020, 
we welcomed the Scottish Government’s commitment to extending the right to 
suitable temporary accommodation to all homeless households, where previously it 
had only applied to households containing children and pregnant women. 
 



We also welcomed the Housing Minister’s statement: “We will work with local 
authorities to overcome any barriers they face as we move to a new way of dealing 
with homelessness.”  
 
The new Unsuitable Accommodation Order (UAO) included some coronavirus 
related exemptions, authorising Local Authorities to continue using unsuitable 
accommodation where a member of the household had coronavirus symptoms and 
required to isolate, or where accommodation was to allow 2-metre social distancing; 
these exceptions were in place until the end of September 2020. Shelter Scotland 
does not agree with the use of B&Bs and hotels as emergency accommodation, as 
they are not suitable, however due to the severe lack of suitable temporary 
accommodation in some areas, this type of accommodation was allowed as an 
interim measure.  
 
We were fully expecting the protections in the order to apply to all homeless 
households as of October 2020. We expected that, come October, local authorities 
who were struggling to meet their legal duty, would have the required support from 
Scottish Government to house homeless people in suitable and safe temporary 
accommodation. 
 
Unfortunately, the Scottish Government laid a new SSI for the UAO on 1 September, 
which reneges on that original commitment in May, which would have ensured 
everyone would be entitled to suitable temporary accommodation. This SSI not only 
extends the original Covid-19 exemptions, but also includes a new exemption, which 
effectively takes us back to pre-May 2020, as it allows LAs to continue to place 
people (not pregnant women and families with children) into unsuitable 
accommodation. This new SSI means the exemptions are now in place until the end 
of January 2021.  
 
We are extremely disappointed that these changes have been introduced, as 
strengthening rather than reducing homeless people’s rights should be the key 
priority during this pandemic period, especially when heading into the winter months 
and while we are still trying to control the pandemic with additional restrictions being 
introduced.  
 
The provision of suitable, good quality temporary accommodation is crucial to 
support people who are in crisis and ensure that they are safe and supported to 
secure settled accommodation. 
 
We fully understand the challenges that some local authorities are facing, however 
this is not a new issue, and it is one we have long campaigned about, as the 
negative impact of living in unsuitable temporary accommodation is significant and 
long lasting. The Scottish Government must ensure these local authorities are 
properly resourced, and make use of all forms of suitable accommodation, 
strengthening rather than removing people’s rights should be the priority. This is 
even more vital given the continuation of the pandemic, the potential of more 
unemployment through the winter and into spring, and more general issues we will 
face moving in to winter. The Scottish Government pledged to do what it takes to 
support local authorities to deliver on this new policy. It’s vital they live up to this 
pledge.  



No Recourse to Public Funds  
 

• There has been greater flexibility in supporting people with No Recourse to Public 
Funds (NRPF) during this crisis, a move we believe has helped to keep people safe 
and secure over the course of the summer months. We support the Scottish 
Government’s calls for the abolition of NRPF policies at a UK-level, however we 
would also like to see a human rights approach to how we support people with NRPF 
in Scotland - with resources given to local authorities to allow them to deliver 
effective services for everyone, no matter their immigration or asylum status until 
their situation can be resolved.  
 

Winter night shelters  

 
• The need for winter night shelters are a clear sign of a failed housing system, as 
LAs should be providing people with a temporary accommodation while they are 
homeless. The night shelters have however become necessary to ensure people are 
not left out on our streets during the winter months. Charities have provided a safe 
haven for many people, however the night shelters are far below the standard of 
temporary accommodation a person facing homelessness should face – for example 
shared dormitory style accommodation, shared bathrooms and no access during the 
day. This has never been truer than this year, when it is vital to ensure people have 
accommodation that allows them to stay safe and avoid being infected with 
Coronavirus. While it is likely some form of emergency winter night accommodation 
will be needed this year, we are keen to work with Government and local authorities 
to ensure that this accommodation is suitable and safe. It has never been more vital 
to ensure night shelters meet the highest possible standards when it comes to safety 
and hygiene and provide a safe, secure place for people in crisis.  
 

Council resource 

  

• There is a desperate need for more social housing, without this housing little 
progress will be made towards stopping homelessness. An ambitious social housing 
programme needs to be delivered during the next Parliament to provide 37,100 
social homes in the right areas.  
• Councils clearly need further resource to deliver on certain housing policies – but 
this cannot be an excuse for not meeting long-standing legal duties. The failures are 
long-standing – for example on the UAO and on Failure to Accommodate 
(Gatekeeping) – and the pandemic should not be used as an excuse for long-term 
failures and illegality.  
• The Scottish Government has been keen to deploy resources into other areas, 
such as an additional £50m for the first-home fund, and a cut to Land and Buildings 
Transaction Tax, costing an estimated £50m according to the Scottish Government. 
These resources could be better deployed supporting councils effectively tackle 
homelessness rather than helping those already rich enough to buy a house. The 
estimated £100m outlay on these two schemes could make a significant difference to 
council’s ability to deliver suitable accommodation to individuals facing 
homelessness. A recent letter from COSLA to the DPLR Committee on the 
Unsuitable Accommodation Order – also seen by the Local Government and 
Communities Committee in their consideration of the SSI – confirmed their desire to 

https://www.gov.scot/news/help-for-homebuyers-and-employment-support/
https://www.gov.scot/news/help-for-homebuyers-and-employment-support/
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Delegated_Powers/General%20Documents/20-09-11_Letter_to_DPLR_Committee_-_SSI_2020_268_-_UAO.pdf


meet existing policy objectives, including on extending the Unsuitable 
Accommodation Order to all households. However, issues of resource and funding 
have been noted as obstacles to delivering this, in addition to the impact of the 
pandemic.  
• Local Authorities must be given the resources needed to deliver on the pre-existing 
policies and rights.  
 

Housing First  
 

• Housing First is an important model, helping a specific group of people who require  
a home and wrap around support for their multiple and complex needs. For it to have 
the intended impact it needs to be properly funded in local authorities across 
Scotland to ensure those with multiple complex needs within the homelessness 
system get the home they need and the correct level of support. 
• However, we also need to be very clear that this model is helping a very specific 
and small group of people and we need to ensure that it is included as part of a 
holistic and strategic approach to stopping homelessness. Many people experiencing 
homelessness do not have multiple and complex needs – they just need a safe, 
secure, affordable and stable roof over their heads for them and their families. 
Housing First is very important, but it is not a catch-all solution and we must also 
concentrate on a wider range solutions which are required to solve the housing 
emergency.  
• Housing First in Scotland recently passed 300 tenancies, including 50 since April 
and there are 31,333 homeless households in Scotland as of March. Housing First 
alone will not solve Scotland’s long-standing housing crisis.  

 

How has access to local authority services changed since COVID-19? Who and 

how have people been affected by these changes? 

 

Key asks 

 
• There is a need to streamline the DHP application process by shortening and 
standardising the application forms across Local Authorities, as well as making sure 
that DHPs can be applied for online in every LA, with support for those who cannot 
apply online  
• LAs need to promote DHPs to those who need them and ensure that they respond 
quickly to applications.  
• Scottish government must commit to keeping the DHP pot topped up as required 
until at least April 2021, so that LAs are not ‘rationing’ the DHP fund over the year.  
• Local authorities need to take further steps to ensure they are meeting their legal 
duty to accommodate homeless applicants. This issue has persisted for a number of 
years, and while recorded gatekeeping fell dramatically during lockdown, the 
problem is quickly re-emerging according to monthly Scottish Housing Regulator 
stats and evidence from our Hubs.  
 

Context 

 
The situation must also be viewed in the context of a failing homelessness system 
pre-pandemic – people were already being impacted by poor access to local 



authority services (through gatekeeping, breaches of the Unsuitable Accommodation 
Order, rising homelessness) before Covid-19 hit. Access to services and the impact 
on people has heightened since the pandemic, with more people, with less 
experience of the system, attempting to navigate services, without face-to-face 
advice and assistance.  
 

Discretionary Housing Payments  

 
• Shelter Scotland Housing Advisors have been reporting issues in accessing DHPs 
during the pandemic. There appears to be significant disparity between Local 
Authorities in how easy the application process for DHPs is. For example, the 
application forms vary between 2 and 18 pages long depending on the Local 
Authority.  
• Some Local Authorities have adapted their DHP application process to the 
pandemic - Aberdeen City Council have created a new form that can be completed 
online and submitted without a signature. However, other Local Authorities such as 
Glasgow, still require the long DHP application form to be submitted in a hard copy 
with a signature, this makes the process much lengthier and more difficult. 
• Particularly during this pandemic, we need to ensure that the LAs can get the 
money to people as quickly as possible – they need to standardise the DHP 
application process across Local Authorities, and to make sure the process is 
appropriate for the pandemic situation thus ensuring that all those that need this 
financial support can access it easily and quickly.  
• Housing Advisors are also reporting that as a result of the pandemic there has 
been an increase in the amount of time it takes for DHP awards to be made. For 
example, due to the pandemic Glasgow City Council are not meeting their usual 
response time for emails of 10 working days. An advisor from our Dundee Hub 
stated that due to the fact Local Authority officers are working from home, it is taking 
longer for applications to get processed. The Advisor had submitted a DHP 
application on behalf of a client over 6 weeks ago and are still waiting for a decision 
to be made. Similarly, our Aberdeen advisors have reported that they are getting 
responses from DHP applications within 4 weeks. Prior to the pandemic urgent 
cases could be processed within a couple of days if all evidence needed had been 
sent to them.  
 

Inaccessibility of council services  

 
• Several of our advisors have reported that due to the pandemic council services 
have become increasingly inaccessible. In Glasgow City Council, housing support 
and homeless applications are now carried out over the phone which is a positive 
move for people that have no access to the internet, or who have a lack of mobility. 
However, our advisors have reported issues with this approach. There are cases of 
clients phoning to make homeless applications and their calls have gone 
unanswered or being told that they will receive a call back, but don’t. This is similar 
to what we are hearing from Advisors in Dundee who state that the Housing Options 
team only appear to have one person on duty at a time. Meaning that there are long 
waits for returning calls, which makes it very difficult in emergency homelessness 
situations. Likewise, Edinburgh City Council’s income and benefits team is running a 
reduced service.  
 



Gatekeeping  
 

• We have long-standing knowledge of problems with local authorities not meeting 
their legal duties. Glasgow City Council has been practicing ‘gatekeeping’ for a 
number of years, and in the last year (to 31st March 2020) – despite threatened 
court action by Shelter Scotland, a voluntary review, and an investigation by the 
Scottish Housing Regulator – they continued to break the law more than in the 
previous year. There was a 13% increase in failure to accommodate compared with 
the previous year in Glasgow – bucking a national trend of a 1% decrease. In total, 
3,835 instances of failure to accommodate happened in Glasgow, 83% of the total of 
4,595 across Scotland. However, the problem is by no means limited to Glasgow, 
with Edinburgh also failing to meet this legal duty on 655 occasions in 2019/20.  
 

Example 

 
DHP Case Study: Advisor in Glasgow had to print out the DHP form in their own 
home and the post it to the client for them to sign. The client did not have a printer in 
their home and had no access to one as the libraries were all closed. The client then 
had to post it on to Glasgow City Council to make the application. This was six 
weeks ago, and the client is still waiting to hear back from the Council on the 
outcome of their application. The process of having to fill out a hard copy of the form 
makes the process lengthier and more difficult for those that do not have access to a 
printer or internet in their home. 
  
Lack of Temporary Accommodation Case Study: Initially, over 500 additional 
temporary flats were taken on by Edinburgh City Council and this saw all families in 
B&Bs and hostels moved out, which was very encouraging. However, since then all 
temporary accommodation has been allocated and the council seem to have few 
options left for new applicants. We’ve seen people turned away from a Council 
homeless locality office at 9am – they were simply told there was nothing available.  
 

Has the move by some councils to offering a more digital first approach as a 

result of COVID-19 been better or worse for service users? Has anyone been 

left out because of this transition? 

 

Key asks 

 
• People need to be able to contact the Local Authorities in a variety of ways, 
including digital, telephone and face to face in communities, to ensure people who 
do not have access to online resources can get support.  
• More consultation is required with the people who use LA services to find out 
exactly what access and ability individuals have and signposting to appropriate 
services where required.  
• Greater access to phone services and more availability of staff such as Housing 
Options Officers so that people do not have to jump through hoops and await return 
calls/emails from a particular person. 
 
 



Context 

 
Advisors have highlighted that although a move by Local Authorities to digital 
services can be useful, it does exclude those who don’t have access to the internet 
(especially with libraries being closed), computers or smartphones. This is the case 
for many of those people that our services work with. The Glasgow City Council 
Housing Benefits team have not been accepting any inbound calls. Our Advisors 
have to email them with queries, so for those without email access the benefits team 
are essentially inaccessible at the moment. In order to combat this lack of access 
there needs to be a mix of resource and ways to contact Local Authorities, including 
digital, telephone and face to face in communities.  
 
Clients who have addiction issues and chaotic lifestyles in particular, have been left 
out due to lack of access to online, digital resources. Alongside this people with 
mental health issues or learning disabilities are being left out as they often need 
assistance in applying for support. They would have been more likely to physically 
go someplace for face-to-face assistance.  
 

Example 

 
Lack of access case study: In Dundee Advisors are reporting having to access 
clients UC journals on their behalf. This is because Libraries and Community 
Centres also closed and many clients would make use of internet facilities there to 
access UC journals for up-dating. This is not ideal as the Advisors then have to have 
(with their permission) clients’ usernames and passwords. 
 
 


